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TWO WAYS OF USING THE ZIONIST IDEAS FOR A TIKUN LEIL SHAVUOT:  

A Covenant of Meaning and a Modern Zionist Agenda 

 

There are so many great texts in the Zionist Ideas that could stand alone for a short study session on central themes of 

the holiday. Consider Beryl Katzenelson’s “Revolution and Tradition,” on the dance between tradition and change, or 

Rav Soloveitchik’s “Kol Dodi Dofek,” on the miracle of the state and the nature of the covenant, or Yitz Greenberg’s 

“Yom Yerushalayim” essay on the need for us to have more days of celebration and fewer days of mourning. You 

could also try the page 99 test – jump from page 99 to 199 to 299 to 399 to 499 – and you will actually find texts that 

speak to one another and give a sense of the modern Zionist conversation – with lots of Shavuot tie-ins too. 

Still, for those who prefer to build a class around a series of texts… here are two pathways: 

A. Shavuot, Sinai, and A Covenant of Meaning 

This class takes the students on a journey through the three major historical stages of Zionism defined in the 

book – from the Pioneers who imagined a state before 1948 to the Builders who established the state – and 

helped Zionism evolve from 1948 to 1998 – and to contemporary Torch-bearers today. We will look at the 

meaning of the land, the meaning of covenant, the menace of anti-Semitism, and our contemporary mission as 

a nation and as individuals today.   

 

1. Pioneers: Rav Kook - read from some of the selections to get the idea not just of the holiness of the land but the 

fullness of the Jews being back in their land - that is where we belong and that becomes the platform for us to find 

personal and collective meaning. (pp. 92-97) 

2. Builders: Soloveitchik - you can skip the first part of Listen, My Beloved Heart Knocks -and go to the last part 

about Covenant – (starting on p. 240-241 “The individual is tied…”) - what better way to understand Shavuot and 

Covenant than to talk about this distinction between merely being a Camp - defined by Fate - and becoming a 

Congregation ..  (important challenge to America today too who are we as a nation -- we have to stand for 

something!).... 
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3. Also Builders: Soloveichik's student David Hartman -- also struggling with the Shoah, challenges us not to be a 

Camp - with a Covenant of Auschwitz --defined by suffering -- but a Congregation - with a Covenant of Sinai -- (with 

all the meaning entailed in that word...). (pp. 256-257) 

-- you could take a detour to Ben-Gurion who talks about Am Segula -saying we are not just an ark but a covenant! 

(pp. 150-152)  a similar idea -- even though he is seen as "secular" - a nice way of blurring the lines -- See the story I 

have in the introduction to Religious Zionism -- the Pioneers - about Rav Kook visiting Halutizm in 1913 and wearing 

their robes... (pp. 85-86) 

Finally 4. Torch-Bearers – Arnold Eisen -- both giving that sense of mission but also addressing some of the tensions 

between Israel and Diaspora - and within our vision of a country that isn't perfect but in the process of becoming 

better... (p. 435) 

B. A MODERN ZIONIST AGENDA   
This class uses a series of texts to take the modern Zionist conversation in a number of different ways – well aware 

that not everyone will agree with all the possibilities and suggestions. Still, all of them stem from the excitement so 

many of us have regarding the different opportunities we as a people and as individuals now have with a Jewish 

State, that our great-great-grandparents dreamed of having… 

1. David Hartman, Auschwitz or Sinai (1982) pp. 256-257: This is a lovely text for Shavuot 

because it raises questions about covenant – but it also pushes Israel beyond anti-Semitism and 

fighting off enemies, saying “The model of Sinai awakens the Jewish people to the awesome 

responsibility of becoming a holy people.” Part of that, in this generation, involves a Judaism 

beyond the synagogue and the home – one on the street and in government. How we fulfill that is 

our great responsibility – and challenge. 

2. Benjamin Ish-Shalom, Jewish Sovereignty: The Challenges of Meaning, Identity, and 

Responsibility (Psifas, August 2014), pp. 419-420. Ish-Shalom takes up that challenge, 

emphasizing the public dimension of modern Judaism and starting to think about what a 

“halakhah of sovereignty,” could look like. Whether we agree with it or not, we are used to  
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religious Jews invoking the Bible regarding Israel’s boundaries – what about learning from 

Jewish tradition regarding other issues, from budgets to military morality? 

 

3. Shmuel Trigano, There is no state of all its citizens (2015, 2017), pp. 396-397. Pushing back 

against post-Zionists and post-modernists, Trigano talks about the power of “collective identity” 

– not in religious terms as Hartman and Ish-Shalom too, but in more mystical, national terms. To 

Trigano, that is not contrary to democracy – but that sense of national mission is essential for 

democracy, you need to be rooted in your story, your values, to stand for something, and fight for 

freedom, he argues. 
 

4. Stav Shaffir, Knesset Speech (January 2015), p. 387. In this fiery Knesset speech, Stav Shaffir 

invokes Zionism in a far less abstract way then Trigano --  to assert a progressive agenda. We can 

talk about whether we agree or disagree with her agenda, but more interesting is the question: 

what is Zionist about her vision and how does it help us generate our own Zionist agenda? 
 

5. Ayelet Shaked Pathways to Governance (HaShiloach, October 2016), pp. 412-413.  Finally, 

Ayelet Shaked, echoing Trigano says “The basic values of Judaism are the basic values of the 

state.” But, even though she is from “the right” compare her core values to Shaffir’s. Perhaps 

both are talking about some underlying, foundational, and often aspirational dimensions of 

Zionism that too often get lost amid the daily tensions.  
 

6. Ultimately, then, these texts get us thinking about the nature of the state, the mission of the state, 

the meaning of being a Jewish and Democratic state. We finish by going in the direction of 

Identity Zionism, reminding us that Zionism is not just about the Jewish State – but about the 

people. Note that Anne Roiphe, Generation Without Memory, 1981, p. 288-289, is writing 

nearly four decades ago – suggesting these issues of assimilation and thinness of identity are not 

new. Also, read her description of Zionism carefully – I, for one, love her phrase, that Zionism 

“rewards togetherness,” but disagree that Zionism is not “a position for rationalists, 

universalists.” Those of us who balance a series of tensions, of conflicts, of different identities, 

don’t approach these issues looking for purity but for dimensionality – and that, too, can be part 

of the conversation. 
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The class ends noting the broad journey these texts launch – reminding us that Zionism is multi-

dimensional but there’s a spine to it all – the notion that Jews are a people (with this interesting religious 

dimension), that we have ties to one particular homeland – and that we, like the 192 other countries in the 

UN, have rights to establish a state on that homeland…  
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